
“We are a nation of immigrants and laws:  
A local nursery owner’s perspective on the immigration debate”  

by Cassandra Warfield 
 
It’s around that time of year when dirt begins filling the streets, leaving trails from the entrances 
of local nurseries. As employees scurry to make sure the season is off to a good start, owner's 
are  actively working to make sure things are running smoothly as spring arrives. 
 
Mark Gilson, owner of Perry’s Gilson Gardens, is familiar with this as the family business 
finishes off its 70th and final year of operation. 
 
Gilson is a man of many words, some may even think too many. His knowledge of the nursery 
industry began when his parents and grandparents started the family business in 1947. Since 
then, Gilson has witnessed many changes that affect operations in the business. One of the 
most noticeable differences can be found in the hiring process. 
 
Starting in 1986, Ronald Reagan proclaimed an act of amnesty for millions of immigrants 
through the Immigration Reform and Control Act. This also requires stricter hiring policies for all 
businesses. Out of those new requirements, an I-9 employment form was created in which 
workers need to prove they have some sort of legal documentation allowing them to be in The 
United States. 
 
While everyone is required to fill out the form, there is a certain group of people targeted 
because they cannot show proof of their legal status in The United States. This alone simply 
affected the overall hiring process at nurseries as many immigrants with jobs were unable to 
provide legal documentation. 
 
At Gilson Gardens and surrounding nurseries, this process made hiring a bit more difficult. 
Gilson stated that they “used to hire anyone with a pulse,” but after the restrictions from 
Reagan's amnesty act, they have to be more cautious about who can be hired. 
 
Finding and keeping a satisfactory level of seasonal laborers to assist the growing season 
became an annual problem. The industry has relied heavily on immigrant labor since its 
founding in the 1800s, yet government regulations from the 1980s have created barriers that are 
difficult to surpass. On top of that, cultural barriers have added additional hindrances to the 
process. 
 
A government issued H-2A or H-2B visa seems like a great idea as it legally brings in seasonal 
workers for companies needing more employees. Unfortunately, many more problems rise with 
it, ranging from language barriers to unreliability. 
 
There is a large language barrier between those brought in as many coming from other 
countries speak a different language (usually Spanish)  with little to no understanding of English. 



Also, there is a limited amount that are able to be requested, so while companies may be 
getting the amount of workers they think they need for the job, workers may be unreliable and 
cannot complete the necessary tasks on time. 
While there are ample amounts of opportunity to find a good workforce, Gilson finds that 
nurseries all throughout history are searching out of “desperation” to find people who are good 
and dependable. 
 
Different local nurseries try fixing this problem by hiring from atypical groups throughout history. 
They attempt to hire students, ex-cons, Amish, and even Jamaican workers (closer to World 
War II according to Gilson). With each new group though comes new barriers. Students would 
be getting paid the same wages as all the other workers, which is quite high for a highschool 
job. If ex-cons were working, there is more liability, especially with student workers. Amish 
workers cannot drive, therefore they need transportation. And as for the Jamaican workers, 
Ohio gets too cold. 
 
Many of these barriers are set up to give Americans priority when filling positions. For a local 
company trying to hire from a local population, this tedious process can be beneficial. The 
problem arrives when there is a lack of locals trying to fill these positions, and workers from 
government programs are ”not reliable” as Gilson has noticed them to be.  
 
Nurseries cover Northeast Ohio, putting it on “the front lines,” according to Gilson. The impact of 
the nursery industry also impacts the immigration tendencies in the area. It is notable in areas 
such as Painesville where immigrants are coming and settling in the area due to to the amount 
of jobs that they are able to obtain. 
 
With many laws and regulations used in the hiring process, it is harder for immigrants to get 
jobs, even if they are jobs that Americans disregard. Not only does getting a job become more 
difficult, but providing for their family does as well. 
 
“This is the human issue of our time,” Gilson states. “These are human beings with human 
history.” 
 
The laws and regulations put in place are there to make sure Americans get jobs they want first. 
Immigrants have become more fearful about the potential for deportation if they speak out. A 
majority of them have become too fearful to voice their opinions in fear of sounding against the 
US,  which can ultimately lead to deportation. Americans who have noticed this treatment of 
immigrants, like Gilson, are adamant about helping them stand up for their rights.  
 
When viewing immigration and its constant controversy, it is easy to begin viewing the statistics 
of the problems over the individuals involved. Many people begin focusing on the crime rates 
and amount of jobs lost revolving around immigrants from other countries. At the same time, 
faces and reasoning disappear.  
 



Gilson is aware that many people come here to “find work, pray, [and] educate their families,” 
among countless other things to help improve their life. These are the people who are 
stereotyped with their deviant counterparts (i.e. illegal criminals). Therefore, nurseries full of 
legal diversity and regulations is considered to the public to be a “sanctuary industry” full of 
illegal aliens taking away American jobs. 
 
Many American citizens, just like Gilson, have participated in advocacy groups to make sure the 
immigrants who are here to better themselves, as well as the country, are heard and supported 
by political leaders. A local group, HOLA, is just one of many organizations created to give a 
voice to those too afraid to speak for themselves, allowing them to work through political issues 
and have a chance at a good life, or at least a job, in the US. 
 
Whether a more constructive solution is created to fill undesired jobs in America, it is important 
to keep in mind that at the end of the day as Gilson expresses, “we are a nation of immigrants 
and laws.” 
 
 
 






